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Examining the public policy perspective of CSR implementation in sub-Saharan Africa 
 
1. Background 
In recent years, there has been an increase in the number of countries adopting a national policy 
for Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) practice, particularly in western society. Despite the 
growing awareness about the role of government in CSR promotion, governments in sub-
Saharan Africa are among many developing and poorer countries that are yet to evolve national 
policies that could help promote CSR in the region (KPMG, 2011; Visser and Tolhurst, 2010; 
Kivuitu and Yambayamba, 2004). As drivers of CSR, governments hold resources, such as 
access to regulated parts of society that makes the inclusion of CSR opportunities relevant to 
strategic and operational management (Breitbarth et al, 2009). From the extant literature, the 
role of government in defining and shaping the field of CSR is gaining wider acceptability. For 
instance, Steurer (2010), Albareda et al (2008), Mendibil et al (2007), Adeyeye (2011) and Fox 
et al (2002) in their various studies, highlighted the role of government as a major determinant 
in any CSR framework, since it has the moral authority to intervene to deliver a framework 
through which businesses can act and behave in a responsible way (see also Sun et al, 2010). 
Furthermore, most of the CSR studies conducted so far have been in the context of developed 
countries such as Western Europe, the U.S.A, and Australia and little is known about the 
practice in ex-colonial, smaller, and emerging countries (Jamali and Mirshak, 2007). At the 
centre of this growing popularity of CSR in western society is the role of government – 
mandating, partnering, facilitating and endorsing roles (Bichta, 2003; Ite, 2007a).  
Countries all over the world are establishing necessary institutional frame-works and 
structures to support CSR practice and reporting. As noted by Utama (2007), since companies 
naturally tend to present a biased view of their CSR activities, reporting only positive aspects, 
the role of regulator is to establish infrastructures that support accountable CSR reporting. 
Studies have shown that the reason why CSR is absent in less developed countries is due to the 
fact that there are numerous obstacles to achieving corporate responsibility because the 
institutions, guidelines and appeals system, which give life to CSR in North America and 
Europe, are relatively weak in many developing countries (Chambers, et al 2003). In most 
developing countries including sub-Saharan African countries, the aforementioned institutional 
conditions are often an exception. There are both no legal and regulatory frameworks for 
Multinational Corporation activities and their socio- ecological impact, or such regulations may 
exist but are not adequately enforced (Rwabizambuga, 2007). This situation, unfortunately, has 
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created a huge reporting gap between what organizations do and what they report regarding 
CSR.  
2. Literature Review 
2.1 Contextual perspectives 
Since 1998, The World Business Council for Sustainable Development (WBCSD) 
dialogues with diverse stakeholders throughout the world have revealed that CSR means very 
different things to different people, depending upon a range of local factors including culture, 
religion, and governmental or legal framework conditions. There can be no universal standard. 
In Europe, according to Perrini (2007 p 25), ‘’member states are trying to adjust the 
commission’s guidelines to the unique characteristics and aspects of each country that affect 
CSR – structural, cultural, institutional, civil society etc…’’.  
While CSR may have some converged principles across the world such as universal human 
rights,  the practical perception of CSR is always embedded in a societal context of place and 
time (Sun et al, 2010, Muthuri, 2012). In Africa, CSR is framed within ethics of slavery, 
colonialism and apartheid (Muthuri, 2012), driven by the need to address social injustice and 
inequality within society. More recently, in the developing country context, CSR is equated 
with philanthropy, gifts, or donations (Lin-Hi, 2010) as it was not originally embedded in the 
socio-cultural system of governance. The advent of MNCs occasioned by globalization, 
introduced CSR as a relatively new phenomenon in management and governance circles in 
developing countries (Helg, 2007), thus increasing the need to comply with international codes 
of business conduct.  
An important consideration in CSR implementation in the developing country context is 
the issue of legislation. In Nigeria, for instance, the debate on whether CSR should be catered 
for by law or one that should be left to individuals and organisations morality has long been 
disputed (Mordi et al, 2012). While the importance of self-regulation and codes of conduct as 
the main instruments of voluntary rule-setting has long been embraced (Kolk and Tulder, 
2002), a recent study by Ikejiaku (2012) show that it is more practicable for certain ‘salient 
CSR issues’ to be ‘distinctly’ mandatorily regulated, while other non-salient CSR issues be 
allowed to remain voluntary. According to Reed (2002), for a self-regulatory approach to be 
compatible with responsible business, some combination of three conditions must hold: (a) 
market pressure must force businesses to operate in such a way that they fulfil their 
responsibilities, (b) businesses must be inclined to fulfil their obligations out of ethical 
motivation, and/or (c) there must be strong stakeholder pressure to encourage business to take 
up its responsibilities. These conditions are often absent in most of sub-Saharan African 
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countries, indicating the need for government involvement in CSR promotion. The next section 
examines this imperative. 
2.2 Role of government 
One of the least researched, yet strategically important issues in the emerging field of CSR 
is the relationship between CSR and the public policy frameworks or governance context 
within which companies are operating – locally, nationally and globally (Nelson, 2008). 
Defining a comprehensive model for CSR in Africa is problematic, not only because CSR is in 
its infancy, but also because it tends to be characterized by ad hoc projects focused on the 
community level and driven by the dominant cultural context of the individual countries within 
the region (Visser and Tolhurst, 2010). 
Government has a role in CSR promotion (Albareda, 2008). From the industrial revolution 
to recent years, social objectives have been almost entirely the responsibility of government 
(Bichta, 2003). According to Bichta (2003), legislation, regulation and taxation have been the 
favourable tools employed by government to promote and protect social objectives. According 
to Visser and Tolhurst (2010, p.8), “there is no comprehensive or concrete CSR policy or law 
in most countries in sub-Saharan Africa region, apart from some rather ad hoc legislative and 
non-regulatory activities”. 
While most of the research studies that have been conducted in the CSR field in sub-
Saharan Africa have focused on corporations voluntary CSR initiatives (Amaeshi et al, 2006; 
Adeyanju, 2012; Vertigans, 2012; Eweje, 2007; Tuodolo, 2009; Obalola, 2008), only a few 
studies have highlighted the need for government involvement in CSR promotion (Idemudia, 
2010; Mordi et al, 2012; Uwuigbe and Egbide, 2012). A study by Hamann and Acutt (2003) 
suggests that the government should take a more active role in shaping the CSR agenda by 
ensuring that partnerships and voluntary initiatives are relevant and complementary to 
regulatory goals. Such roles (i.e. mandating, facilitating, partnering and endorsing) are well 
embedded in Stuerer (2010) CSR policies typology which involve raising awareness, 
improving disclosure transparency, fostering socially responsible investment, and leading by 
example (see also Joseph, 2002).  
The growth in the level of awareness about the importance of CSR has seen an increasing 
amount of research highlighting the need for national policy frameworks that will assist 
corporations in embedding CSR in their overall business objectives. For example, Bichta 
(2003); Standing (2007); Young and Marais (2011) have, in their various studies called for 
national CSR policies through regulation. Furthermore, Emeseh et al (2010), argue that the 
non-regulation of MNCs regarding their social and environmental responsibility has potential 
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serious consequences, albeit on the more powerless and voiceless sections of the global 
community. Referring to the 2009 global financial crisis, Emeseh et al (2010 p.259) note that 
“if corporations have, through personal greed and irresponsibility, so evidently failed to 
regulate themselves even in their core areas of business necessary for their own survival, how 
much less do we expect of effective self-regulation in the area of CSR, which is currently purely 
under a regime of voluntarism?’’.   
According to Visser and Tolhurst (2010), the involvement of government (e.g. through 
regulations, incentives or support for CSR dialogues) was deemed critical in successful CSR 
projects. Example of countries that have established some CSR related initiatives include: 
Sweden (mandated Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) reporting by state-owned companies), 
Denmark (green account requirement), German government ‘Action plan’ for CSR, Indonesia 
(corporation law including reporting on social and environmental responsibility), MVO (CSR) 
Netherlands, among others (see Utama, 2007; Roser and Edwin, 2010; Mehallow, 2010; 
Joseph, 2002; The crystal, Transparency Benchmark, 2010; Global Reporting Initiative, 2010).   
In sub-Saharan Africa, the lack of a CSR regulatory body has created a huge 
implementation problem of CSR polices. For instance, Newell (2005) argue that a significant 
limitation of many existing CSR approaches is that while they encourage ‘responsible’ business 
to go beyond compliance; they provide few checks and balance on the operations of 
irresponsible business for which strategies of regulation, sanction and protest continue to be 
key drivers of change. In Ghana, for instance, communications experts have vigorously 
campaigned for the government to set up a National CSR framework, to define parameters for 
CSR in the country (Selby and Kunateh, 2009).  
The European Commission (2011) report on CSR suggests that public authorities play a 
supporting role through a smart mix of voluntary policy measures and, where necessary, 
complementary regulation, for example to promote transparency, create market incentives for 
responsible business conduct, and ensure corporate accountability. Apart from initiating a CSR 
policy framework, government, as the biggest spender in any economy, can effectively 
influence CSR practice by companies. For instance, a company which is dependent on 
government contracts and projects will also try to convince the stakeholders of how committed 
they are in terms of addressing social and environmental issues (Amran and Devi, 2007). 
 In an attempt to fill the gap(s) in the literature, this paper examined the extent to which 
governments in sub-Saharan Africa formulate and implement national CSR policies aimed at 
promoting the practice, and also highlights the motivational factors and characteristics of CSR 
implementation in the sub-region.  
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3. Research Methodology 
According to Hale et al (2007), qualitative research is particularly appropriate when 
you want to understand or obtain an account of a personal perspective of an event or experience.  
As a qualitative research, the method adopted is the interpretive paradigm, the grounds which 
lie in the need to grasp the meaning of social action in the context of the life – world and from 
actors’ perspective (Vasilachis de Gialdino, 2011). It is, therefore, believed that the best way 
to understand any phenomenon is to view it in its context (Krauss, 2005). The criteria for 
selecting the interpretive epistemology is that, firstly, there was no deterministic perspective 
imposed by the researchers, secondly; participants’ perspectives were taken as the primary 
sources of understanding and investigating the phenomena; and finally, the phenomena was 
examined with respect to culture and contextual circumstances (Chen and Hirschheim, 2004). 
Data was sourced from notable participants including Ministers and MPs in the respective 
countries, thus providing data which consisted of detailed descriptions of the phenomenon 
being studied in ways which further provide depth and detail (Adegbite et al, 2012). 
This research was located in sub-Saharan Africa including Nigeria, Ghana and South 
Africa. South Africa was selected because it is the only country in Africa among the top ten 
countries in the world where corporations are sharing their reports with the GRI (Rea, 2011), 
in addition to its recorded success in CSR practice (GRI, 2011). For Nigeria and Ghana, though 
without strong CSR practice history, these countries were chosen for the study because of their 
relatively strong economies (with lots of potential investors), relatively stable democratic 
governance (Boafo-Arthur, 2008; Idowu, 2008; Sharif, 2010) and their cultures and value 
system which aided the researcher (especially in terms of access) for the interview quest. The 
study employed largely primary data for the analysis. The data were sourced through interviews 
of selected participants. This researchers visited the selected countries; Nigeria, Ghana and 
South Africa, and conducted semi-structured and in-depth face-to-face interviews. In locating 
the interviewees who have had experiences related to the study phenomenon, the researcher 
made use of internet searches (i.e. e-mails, twitter, etc.), and telephonic inquiry to the offices 
of the ministries/national parliamentary committees of foreign affairs, economic affairs, trade, 
environment, employment and labour, finance, transport and infrastructure, social and rural 
affairs in each of the selected countries outlining the research agenda. The list of respondents 
and their designations are listed below in table 1.  
 




S/N Participants   Country   Designation  Ministry/ Department/Committee  
 Code      membership 
1 NG 1  Nigeria  MP  Chm committee on Environment 
2 NG 2  Nigeria  MP  Member, Environment, oil & gas 
3 NG 3  Nigeria Executive Director, Standard org of Nigeria 
4 NG 4  Nigeria MP  Social Affairs, Envir., oil & gas 
5 NG 5  Nigeria  MP  Member, Trade & Industry cmtte   
6 GH 1  Ghana  Executive MP/Dep. Minister, Trade & Industry 
7 GH 2  Ghana  Executive MP/Dep. Minister, Social Affairs 
8 GH 3  Ghana  MP  Member, Environment committee 
9 GH 4  Ghana  MP  Member, Local Government cmtte 
10 GH 5  Ghana  MP  Member, Trade & Industry cmtte 
11 SA 1  S. Africa  MP  Dep. Chief Whip & member committee 
       On Social Affairs 
12 SA 2  S. Africa MP   Member, Social Affairs committee 
13 SA 3  S. Africa MP   Member, Environment committee 
14 SA 4  S. Africa MP  Member, Social Affairs committee 
15 SA 5  S. Africa Executive Minister for Transport & Public  
       Works (Western Cape Province) 
 
The study adopted procedures meant to ensure compliance to ethical standards. Prior to 
commencing the interviews with selected participants, a consent agreement form was designed 
and e-mailed to selected participants for them to study and understand their rights and 
obligations concerning the interviews. Confidentiality and anonymity of participants were 
assured as the researcher also explained to individual participants that their names will not be 
shown in the study schedules. Instead, pseudo names were designed to replace participants’ 
real names as a means of concealing their identities. 
Interviews were conducted with top government functionaries (policy makers and 
policy implementers) in the category of MPs and cabinet members charged with CSR related 
functions. While MPs were generally consisted of members of National parliaments of the 
selected countries, cabinet members consisted of Ministers, Special Advisors, Heads of 
Departments, Directors-General or their equivalents at the national level of respective 
governments. The reason for choosing these category of officials is that ‘’in qualitative 
research, participants are usually recruited to a study because of their exposure to or their 
experience of the phenomenon in question” (Ryan, et al 2007 p.741). According to Saunders 
et al (2009), semi-structured and in-depth interviews provide the researcher with the 
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opportunity to ‘probe’ answers, where the researcher wants the interviewees to explain, or build 
on, their responses (p.324). Furthermore, Hignett and Wilson (2004), suggests that semi-
structured interviews can be video-taped and later transcribed verbatim in preparation for 
analysis. Also, the semi-structured interview method was considered appropriate since this 
research used NVivo9 for the data analysis which required data transcription. An obvious but 
important step in phenomenological analysis of interview data is to have the interview tapes 
transcribed (Hycner, 1985). Evidence for the study was derived from the perceptions of key 
government officials within the cabinet and parliamentary portfolios. 
In all, fifteen participants (i.e. five participants in each of the three countries) 
participated in this project. In achieving the targeted number of fifteen participants, the research 
employed the ‘purposive’ sampling in deciding the sample size (see Devers and Frankel, 2000).  
The purposive sampling was chosen because it is considered as the most important kind of non-
probability sampling, to identify primary participants (Groenewald, 2004). According to 
Russell and Gregory (2003), most qualitative studies use purposeful (or purposive) sampling, 
a conscious selection of a small number of data sources that meet particular criteria. Qualitative 
research uses purposive sampling as opposed to random sampling. As Bowen (2005) notes, 
‘’because the emphasis is on quality rather than quantity, the objective is not to maximize 
numbers but to become saturated with information on the topic’’ (p.217). In fact, a very large 
number of respondents can be expected to hinder the researcher’s ability to get ‘’in-depth’’ and 
miss the opportunity of getting an understanding of each respondent (Fink, 2000 p.4). And as 
noted by Hignett and Wilson (2004), purposive sampling result in interviews with a small 
number of people with specific characteristics or experience in the area of study (see also Ryan 
et al, 2007).  
The data collected through interviews was analysed using the analytic induction 
approach. According to Bowen (2005), the analysis of interview transcripts and field notes is 
based on an inductive approach geared to identifying patterns in the data by means of thematic 
codes. However, before the data was analysed, it was first transcribed from the recorded audio 
to text. With the permission of the interviewees, all interviews were recorded on separate tapes 
and labelled with an assigned code to each interview (see, for example, Groenewald, 2006; 
Bowen, 2005; Fin, 2000). The NVivo9 software was used to conduct the analysis. Interview 
transcripts were subjected to open coding in NVivo9 of issues relating to the interviewee’s 
perception of the characteristics of the various government focused CSR policy frameworks 
(see Pedersen, 2011). The coding of the interviews was guided by a list of predefined issues, 
themes, and categories that were developed by the researcher after the interviews had been 
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carried out and transcribed. The coding list covered key issues from the interview guideline 
and more specific categories that emerged during the data collection process. Thematic 
Analysis method was used for identifying; analysing and reporting patterns (themes) within 
data (see Braun and Clarke, 2006).  
In the course of data coding, analysis and interpretations, themes emerged that informed 
the various categorizations into key factors that shaped CSR in sub-Saharan Africa. 
Participants’ responses were carefully analysed and articulated into key social responsibility 
issues (i.e. themes and sub-themes) including: government regulatory issues, environment, 
sustainability, legislation, international guidelines/standards, labour, community, 
organizational legitimacy, voluntary practice, mandatory disclosure, role of civil society, 
industry issues, communication, socio-cultural and political, and the role of media. This 
enabled a code book to be developed and populated with themes and sub-themes that emanated 
from the analysis of participants responses in an open catalogue. Secondly, the axial coding 
showed how the identified themes (i.e. assumed themes) emerged from the analysis, using the 
words of interview participants as a basis for constructing meanings from themes. The outcome 
of the coding and analysis process resulted in the emergent of thematic categories / constituents 
presented as the study findings (see section 4). The sheet accounted for the number of times or 
the frequency of the word/ meaning it occurred from the interview participants.  
This study utilized data triangulation in relation to space i.e. collecting data at more 
than one site and persons i.e. collecting data from more than one set of individuals (Hussein, 
2009., Ammenwerth et al, 2003). These types of data triangulation come as a result of the idea 
that the robustness of data can vary based on the people involved in the data collection process 
and the setting from which the data were collected (Hussein, 2009). Triangulation via data 
sources involves a wide range of informants where individual viewpoints and experiences can 
be verified against others and, ultimately, a rich picture of the attitudes, need or behaviour of 
those under scrutiny may be constructed based on the contributions of a range of people 
(Shenton, 2004). In this qualitative research, data was sourced from different participants at 
senior and different levels of national governments of different countries. In other to ensure 
reliability of the study data, the researcher interviewed participants from two broad categories 
namely; parliamentarians in national parliaments of selected countries (who are the policy 
makers) and executive cabinet members (who are policy implementers). As Humbe (2009) 
points out, data sources from different categories of personnel also constitute a form of 
triangulation.  
4. Findings and discussions 
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The emerging themes are results of the structural thematic analysis conducted for this 
study. Thematic analysis, as used in the present study, allowed the researcher in identifying the 
significant elements, manifested themes, and the emergent attributes emerging from the 
responses of the experts within the organization.  As such, four themes were accounted from 
the interviews of the participants in sub-Saharan Africa. The themes that emerged from the 
responses of the 15 participants allowed the development of the structural descriptions of the 
phenomenon of CSR implementation within the context of the sub-Saharan African companies.   
The four themes that emerged in the analysis are (a) Status of CSR implementation in 
Sub-Saharan Africa, (b) Outcome of Absence of National CSR Policy, (c) Motivational factors 
of CSR implementation among companies, and (4) Characteristics of CSR reporting in sub-
Saharan Africa.  
Seven categories emerged in the analysis, which reflects the status of CSR 
implementation based from the perspective of government officials from the respective 
countries involved in the study. The majority of the participants revealed that while CSR has 
not been a formal national policy in these countries, the participants revealed that CSR 
framework has been mainstreamed in government constitutions.  In particular, South African 
participants indicated the right-based policy as a broad framework of CSR. Participants from 
Ghana and Nigeria viewed CSR as a moral obligation, which is influenced by international 
advocacy of right-based framework for development.  The majority of these participants 
reported that CSR is a company initiative in compliance with the international code of business 
conduct.  
Furthermore, 11 participants articulated the involvement of civil society and non-
government organizations in the CSR activities of business sectors. In South Africa, 
participants articulated advantages and disadvantages of involving civil society groups and 
NGOs. These participants revealed that some groups used their influence to corrupt the 
allocation of the companies for the communities while other groups may have good leadership 
and motives but are financially dependent with the corporations for their organizational 
operations.  
Eight of the participants revealed that while CSR framework has been mainstreamed in 
the government system, regulations of the conduct are based on sectoral and procedural needs. 
The government regulations are limited within mining, timber, and labour sectors and within 
procurement dimension. Finally, CSR implementation processes in these countries observe the 
changes of historical and political event. Table 2 shows the result.  
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to offer this 
experience 
 
Absence of CSR policy  15 100%  
CSR framework is mainstreamed in government 
constitution 15 100%  
CSR is a company initiative actions to comply 
with international  code of business conduct 15 100%  
CSR implementation emanates from right-based 
policy framework 11 73%  
Involvement of civil society and NGO 
(Partnership-based Approach) 11 73%  
Approach of CSR is based on sectoral  (e.g., 
mining, timber, labour) and procedural (e.g., 
procurement) needs  
8 53% 
 
CSR recognition observes historical and political 
process 7 47%  
 
While companies in these countries voluntarily implement CSR, the absence of a national CSR 
policy posed several challenges. These challenges are listed in table 3.  









to offer this 
experience 
 
Unregulated CSR Activities 15 100%  
Absence of punishment and reward system 15 100%  
Difficulty in assessing the relevance of CSR 
programs in national development 15 100%  
Difficulty in monitoring and evaluating CSR 
company initiatives 15 100%  
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Companies are using the standards of international 
accrediting bodies 15 100%  
Absence of holistic government CSR agenda 15 100%  
Shares revenues earned from communal resources 15 100%  
Less involvement of local government units 14 93%  
Unsustainable CSR approach 10 67%  
Communities perceived that companies are more 
responsive to their needs than the government 
(transfer of felt obligation) 
10 67% 
 
Local communities as partners in development 
effort 9 60%  
Fulfilment of government unaccomplished 
services 8 53%  
 
The participants from the sub-Saharan countries reported that the motivational factors that 
drive the CSR implementation are listed in table 4.  










to offer this 
experience 
 
CSR as a strategy to influence market 
(maximization of profits) 15 100%  
Achievement of smooth business operation 
(business sustainability) 15 100%  
Compliance of the social norms 15 100%  
Fulfilment of code of business conduct  15 100%  
Compliance of international business accrediting 




Generally, CSR has been used by companies to earn publicity and consequently achieve a good 
corporate image to secure their organizational legitimacy. At the country-level, all participants 
indicated that reporting in their countries is made voluntarily. However, at the international 
level, multinational companies that seek international recognition are mandated to report their 
CSR activities including the relevance of their work. All participants reported that voluntary 
reporting scheme has been limited to financial accomplishments (e.g. allocation of CSR 
programs) rather than issue-based accomplishments. Table 5 shows the result. 









to offer this 
experience 
 
Reporting is voluntary at country-level 15 100%  
Reporting is financial-based  accomplishment than 
issue-based 15 100%  
Reporting is mandatory at international level (e.g., 
ISO accreditation) 15 100%  
CSR report is a mechanism to leverage 
competition 7 47%  
CSR report is a mechanism for transparency  6 40%  
Involvement of media  4 27%  
Use of communication materials for reporting and 
advocacy 2 13%  
 
Status of CSR implementation in sub-Saharan Africa 
From the analysis as presented in table 1, three key factors explain the status of CSR 
implementation in sub-Saharan Africa. These are: 
 Absence of national CSR policy 
 CSR framework is mainstreamed in government constitution 
 CSR is company initiative actions to comply with international code of business 
conduct. 
These findings explain the status of CSR implementation in sub-Saharan Africa. All 15 
participants interviewed in South Africa, Ghana and Nigeria agreed that there is no formal 
13 
 
policy framework that addresses CSR issues in the sub-region. Participants however were 
unanimous that the framework for CSR, in whatever form that it exists in the sub-region is 
mainstreamed in government constitution.  
Outcome of absence of National CSR policy 
From table 3 as outlined above, while companies in sub-Saharan Africa voluntarily 
implement CSR, it is evident that the absence of a national CSR policy posed several challenges 
that shape the practice in the sub-region. CSR is receiving great attention in the western society. 
The European Commission (2011) has asked member states to have national CSR policy 
frameworks as a way of promoting CSR in the EU. Other regions of the world are embracing 
CSR culture by encouraging corporations through national regulations, to embed CSR in their 
overall business strategy and activities. From the research evidence as seen in interviewees 
responses, no meaningful progress can be made in sub-Saharan Africa as for as CSR practices 
is concerned unless governments institute national CSR policies. One example of such 
comments was participant NG 04 from Nigeria who remarked as follows: 
 
‘To my knowledge, Nigeria does not have an existing CSR policy at the moment. Well 
basically it's been more or less the initiative of companies, especially those in the oil 
and gas sector and a few in the telecom sector have had to begin the initiatives. Also, 
companies engage in some voluntary initiatives as a result of pressure from host 
communities where they operate. And these initiatives revolve around gifts and 
donations, and the provision of some social amenities like building of classroom blocks, 
cottage hospitals and the like. But because there is no regulation on them, you know, no 
body monitors them, and sometimes these initiatives exists more on pages of 
newspapers than what is obtainable on the ground, yeah’. 
 
Even Haigh and Jones (2005), agreed with the idea that regulatory pressure is a 
necessary driver of CSR. Where there are no policies, then companies are at liberty to draw up 
individual initiatives and set their individual agendas. Lack of policy frameworks means 
unregulated CSR activities. CSR practice to a large extent is determined by elements of legal 
and regulatory frame work. This position is supported by arguments made by Holland and Foo 
(2003). Furthermore, the absence of a national CSR policy means that there is an absence of 
punishment and reward system. As all 15 participants agreed, there can be no punishment and 
reward in the absence of guiding rules and regulation. This situation, interviewees reasoned, 
could increase corporations’ impetus to undermining decent CSR practice. Elijido-Ten (2007) 
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highlighted the importance of governmental sanctions as one of the significant factors 
influencing the discussion to incorporate superior environmental activities in corporate 
strategic plans. However, as some participants in Nigeria agreed, the reward and punishment 
of CSR is inherent in the practice by organizations.  
Participants, particularly those from Nigeria and Ghana, were unanimous that lack of 
attention from governments and corporations is a major reason why host Communities 
withdraw the “Social License to Operate” from companies. ‘Social license to operate’ is an 
intriguing new phrase that has entered corporate parlance in recent years (Slack, 2008). Its 
meaning is not well defined, but corporations usually use it to refer to some kind of approval 
they must obtain from local communities in areas where they operate (as compared to the legal 
license they must obtain from governments) (Slack, 2008). According to Calain (2008), the 
concept of SLO (which is related but distinct from CSR) is the main operational objective of 
CSR at community level, giving the corporate industry its share of information legitimacy and 
additional operational space. 
As noted by Kurlander (2001), local communities rely on the SLO to hold 
Organizations accountable for their actions or inactions in their communities. From 
participants’ responses, it appears that where local communities perceive that an organization 
is not behaving responsibly, the SLO is withdrawn with consequences for corporate legitimacy 
and viability (see for example, Idemudia, 2009). 
Other challenges revealed by the analysis of interviewees’ responses are the twin 
difficulty in assessing the relevance of CSR programmes in national development and difficulty 
in monitoring and evaluating CSR company initiatives. All participants agreed that without 
institutional frameworks to regulate CSR, it appears extremely difficult to attempt to asses or 
even monitor and evaluate CSR programmes initiated by companies. As one participant from 
Nigeria (NG 01) notes: 
“Yeah, like I said, policies in whatever form, as opposed to CSR, does not exist. It's 
almost a matter of utmost goodwill, it does not exist. CSR is operated by goodwill. And 
so, the level of compliance, to measure the level of compliance would be a little bit 
difficult to determine.” 
These revelations are supported by the literature. For example, Newell (2005) argues that a 
significant limitation of many existing CSR approaches is that while they encourage 
responsible business to go beyond compliance; they provide few checks and balances on the 
operations of irresponsible business for which strategies of regulations, sanction and protest 
continue to be key drivers of change (See also Gokiene and Dagiliene, 2011).  
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From table 3, the results confirm that all participants interviewed in the three sub-
Saharan African countries decried the absence of a holistic government CSR agenda. The 
absence of a holistic CSR agenda is another major outcome of absence of national CSR policy 
framework in sub-Saharan Africa countries. The majority of the participants, particularly those 
from Nigeria and Ghana agreed that a holistic national CSR agenda is imperative if the sub-
region is to make any headway in this fast growing phenomenon of CSR. A holistic CSR agenda 
will define what CSR is, and what its practice should be. The view by these participants is 
supported by the literature as scholars such as Bichta (2003); Standing (2007) and Young and 
Marais (2011) all related the need for national CSR policy through regulation, just as Emeseh 
et al (2010) warned of the dangers of non-regulation to the practice of CSR. However, South 
African participants were satisfied that the mainstreaming of CSR in the South African 
government legislations was adequate to advancing the CSR course in the country.  
From the study findings, all 15 participants are unanimous that companies are using the 
standards of international accrediting bodies as a means of leveraging their corporate 
reputation. The question now is: how effective and applicable are these standards aimed at 
advancing the social, ethical and environmental performance of organizations, particularly in 
the context of sub-Saharan Africa with different socio-economic, cultural and political 
settlings? The study findings by Helg (2007), that most of the management tools and 
institutional models exported from western society to other regions of the world (including sub-
Saharan Africa) may be ineffective, is quite apt here (see also Giannarakis et al (2011); Becker-
Olsen et al (2011).  
Another major thematic category that emerged from the data analysis is that in most of 
sub-Saharan African countries, revenues earned from communal resources are shared amongst 
the various tiers of governments. In particular, participants from Nigeria revealed that 
government holds a majority interest in the oil and gas industry (which is the country's 
economic mainstay), and as such government is unwilling to enforce a CSR policy which, 
rightly or wrongly, will have a backward impact on government funds. Furthermore, with no 
clear policy to regulate CSR practice, companies often take advantage of the voluntary nature 
of CSR practice to engage in activities which are not truly CSR (see Utting, 2005); Owonibi 
(2010) and Horigan (2009). 
 Motivational factors of CSR implementation among companies in sub-Saharan Africa 
Despite the absence of national CSR policy frameworks in sub-Saharan African countries 
as revealed in this study, companies in the region have initiated various voluntary codes of CSR 
practices used to earn publicity and consequently achieve good corporate image to secure their 
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organizational legitimacy. From interviewees’ responses, it appears most companies in sub-
Saharan Africa that engage in CSR practices do so with the aim of creating a conducive 
business environment that will enable them to maximize profit. The motivation to influence 
markets through voluntary self-drawn CSR initiatives was evident in most of the participant’s 
responses, particularly those from Nigeria and Ghana. These findings are consistent with 
studies in the social responsibility literature (see for example, D’ Amato et al, 2009; Ite, 2007a; 
Perez-Batres et al, 2011 and Kercher, 2007. 
Most of sub-Saharan African participants were unanimous that companies in the sub-
region use CSR as a tool of compliance with social norms. However, participants from South 
Africa in particular indicated the right – based policy as a broad framework of CSR. 
 According to these participants, most of the CSR activities that companies engaged in 
South Africa were geared towards correcting social disparity (in-harmony) brought about by 
the pre-1994 apartheid era. With the return of ‘true democracy’ in 1994, the need to address 
the poverty-gap, particularly between the whites and black South Africans, saw the enactment 
of the Broad Based Black Economic Empowerment (BBBEE) Law (2003). But these rights are 
rooted on social norms in South African society, and these norms can be linked to the kind of 
legitimacy that organizations enjoy through the social license to operate. Studies by 
O’Donovan (2002); Vourvachis (2008); Lin-Hi (2010); Deegan (2000); Haji and Ghazali 
(2011) supports these arguments.  
Characteristics of CSR reporting in sub-Sahara Africa 
In this section, the characteristics of CSR reporting in Sub-Saharan Africa are 
discussed. From the analysis of interviewees’ responses, as outlined under table 4, three key 
thematic categories/constituents emerged as characteristics that shape CSR reporting in Sub-
Saharan Africa. These are (a) Reporting is voluntary at country level, (b) Report is financial-
based accomplishment than issue-based and (c) Reporting is mandatory at international level 
(e.g. ISO accreditation), but at country level, CSR is voluntary. As Haslam (2007) notes, CSR 
has been implemented through voluntary codes of conduct. Participants agreed that making the 
practice mandatory, for instance, will scare away potential (and actual) investors. As stated by 
one participant from Ghana (GH 01): 
“Like I did say initially, some form of regulation could help promote CSR in Ghana, 
not an outright CSR law, but giving it some institutional support I think. Making CSR 
practice will be quite difficult, if we are not careful, ehmm we shall scare companies 
away. It will look like another taxation monitoring system, so I think that government 
should play supportive role by creating the enabling environment for CSR to strive”. 
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While all 15 participants agreed that CSR is practiced voluntarily, the majority however, 
suggested that disclosure of social and environmental activities should be mandatory. 
Furthermore, mandatory practice of CSR could lead to window dressing by corporations and 
often gives the impression that the corporate sector in general is seriously engaged, whereas 
the reality is different (Utting, 2005). From the CSR literature, the voluntary approach to CSR 
reporting implies a more discretionary act on the part of companies as they consider their role 
and impact across a wide range of corporate activities (Garvey and Newell, 2005; Carroll, 
1991).  
While participants generally are unanimous that the practice of CSR should be 
voluntary, the majority of participants from Ghana and Nigeria favours a combination of 
voluntary practice and mandatorily disclosing such voluntary activities. The arguments 
advanced by these category of respondents is that there are implications of voluntary CSR 
practice in a developing region (like sub-Saharan Africa) context which raise doubts about the 
effectiveness of the measure. Studies by Owonibi (2010); Harigan (2009), and Hine and Preuss 
(2009) seem to support this line of argument as most CSR initiatives are seen as part of a risk 
management strategy to pre-empt regulation. 
At the organizational level, CSR is largely practiced and reported voluntarily 
(Rodriguez and Le Master, 2007). A major advantage to companies regarding the current 
practice is that they set the agenda on what CSR is and what is not. Accordingly, companies 
have had to engage in CSR practices with different goals in mind. For instance, a common 
argument in the corporate governance and CSR literature is the fact that most CSR reporting is 
financial-based accomplishment than issue-based. From the data analysis findings, the majority 
of respondents agreed that financial considerations are a pervasive characteristic of CSR 
reporting in Sub-Saharan Africa. While empirical studies have found mixed results on the 
relationship between profitability and CSR disclosure (Ponnu & Maurice, 2009), companies 
generally consider CSR related expenses as additional, often time avoidable, cost  (see for 
instance, Lucas et al, 2009).  
The last thematic category that characterizes CSR reporting in sub-Saharan Africa is 
that reporting is mandatory at international level (for instance, ISO accreditation). While 
international guidelines/standards is one of the a priori thematic frameworks or codes set before 
the actual field work of this study, the findings that reporting is mandatory at the international 
level was unexpected. However, while international accountability guidelines and standards 
have provided MNCs with ways to systematically assess, measure and communicate their 
social and environmental performance (see Gilbert et al, 2010), it seems, however, that the 
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applicability and usefulness of these multifarious standards, which differ in detail, leaves much 
to be desired. Whereas, majority of participants are unanimous about the mandatory 
compliance objective to international guidelines by companies in sub-Saharan Africa, they 
seem, however, not to be aware whether or not such guidelines are effectively implemented. 
Mainstreaming of CSR framework in government constitution  
One key category that emerged from the analysis of respondents’ transcripts is that CSR 
framework is mainstreamed in government constitution. While all 15 participants agreed to 
varying degrees, that social and environmental considerations are built into most of the 
respective countries constitutions, South African participants are more persuasive about the 
mainstreaming of this social phenomenon into national legislations. As a voluntary practice, 
CSR is practiced and reported differently among countries. Accordingly, governments 
incorporate CSR issues into their various laws. In South Africa, for instance, the majority of 
participants articulated that the country does not have a specific CSR law, but it is written into 
most of its national laws like labour (e.g. the BBBEE Act), environment, consumer protection, 
etc. 
A review of the responses of some of the South African participants reveals the weight 
which they attached to the issue of not having a stand-alone CSR policy. 
”I would not say that we have a separate or individual corporate                 
social responsibility policy, on its own. I think it is incorporated into many of the 
legislations that we have. It is not a standalone policy.” (Participant SA 01) 
 
“Policy in general terms, yes. But specifically for CSR, I do not think so. In South 
Africa, there are a number of policies which indirectly impact on corporate social 
responsibility, like the labour and empowerment laws, and so on”. (Participant SA 
02) 
While CSR practice is not yet visible in countries like Nigeria and Ghana, the current CSR 
practice is, never-the-less, mainstreamed in the national constitution particularly those relating 
to oil and gas operation in Nigeria, and timber and mining in Ghana.  
Conclusions 
The present study highlighted the current state of CSR implementation in sub-Saharan Africa. 
The majority of participants revealed that while CSR has not been a formal national policy in 
these countries, they contended that CSR framework has been mainstreamed in government 
constitutions. In particular, South African participants indicated the rights-based policy as a 
broad framework of CSR. This is, however, not surprising giving the socio-cultural history of 
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South Africa, coming from the pre-1994 apartheid regime that caused huge social disparity 
amongst the population. However, participants from Nigeria and Ghana viewed CSR from a 
moral obligation perspective, which is influenced by international advocacy of right-based 
framework for development.  
Furthermore, CSR as revealed by this study is a company initiative in compliance with 
international code of business conduct. Lack of national CSR policy meant that organizations 
are at liberty to take individual initiatives, which often do not reflect corporate social 
responsibility practice. This create a number of challenges to government, companies and host 
communities where companies operate, with the resulting difficulty in assessing, monitoring 
and evaluating CSR company initiatives. From a motivational perspective, the study argues 
that achievement of smooth business operation and other social (legitimacy) based objectives 
with an underlying profit maximising motive are prominent factors why companies engage in 
CSR in sub-Saharan Africa.  
CSR reporting in sub-Saharan Africa is characterised by voluntary reporting at country-
level with financial-based accomplishment, while at the international level, companies 
mandatorily report in order to secure international accreditations (e.g. ISOs). While the issue 
of bias and small number of countries involved in the study may constitute some limitations, 
this study could have policy implication for both executive and national parliaments in 
developing countries in initiating appropriate legal framework and enabling legislations to 
support CSR practice. In addition, the necessary regulatory institutions and monitoring 
agencies should be established to ensure compliance with relevant guidelines and code of good 
business conduct in the context of local environment. Furthermore, Reporting benchmarks 
should be established by the regulatory authority to ensure performance measurement and 
feedback. Future research could examine the suitability of international accountability and 
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